Detection of glucocorticoid-like activity in traditional Chinese medicine used for the treatment of Duchenne muscular dystrophy.
Anecdotal reports of positive influence of certain traditional Chinese medicines on the progression of neuromuscular diseases in general and Duchenne muscular dystrophy (DMD) in particular has raised interest in patient support groups and clinical experts alike. However, clinical signs of steroid-specific side effects in patients treated with a particular form of Chinese medicine raised the concern that they may contain glucocorticoids, which in turn could also explain the mild beneficial effects seen in some of the patients. We have extracted and fractionated capsules containing pulverized Chinese medicine that had been used for the treatment of DMD patients and analyzed their content for glucocorticoid-like activity using promoter-reporter assays. We demonstrate that extracts from this Chinese medicine activate a prototype glucocorticoid-response element, increase the level of utrophin protein in human muscle cells and activate the utrophin promoter A. Based on our bioassays we conclude that this particular Chinese medicine used for the treatment of muscular dystrophy patients contains glucocorticoids as one of its active ingredients.